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Improving Motivation, Writing, and
Relationships with Dialogue Journals
BY MARGARET DIERINGER
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n the first day of school in the fourth-grade, urban classroom where I would be student teaching, I felt
the same jitters in my stomach that many of the students were feeling. My cooperating teacher assured
her new students that they could anticipate a good year when she asked, "How many of you have been
in classrooms where you always have to be quiet?" Most students raised their hands. "Well, things will be very
different in here," she continued with a satisfied smile. "You'll spend a lot of time talking with each other."

Then she read them David Shannon's A Bad Case of
Stripes (1998), a story about a young girl's unusual
illness, and sent them in pairs to discuss their
thoughts. As students sat in pairs at desks and on
the floor, I walked around to listen and participate
in their lively discussions. The story reminded them
of times they or someone they loved had been very
ill, injured or in a traumatic situation, and the room
buzzed with conversation.
After about 10 minutes, the teacher directed the
students to get out their brand new composition
notebooks and write down some of the ideas that
they had just discussed. I anticipated a flurry of
notebook covers opening followed by energized
scribbling of words. I couldn't have been more wrong.
Instead, students sat paralyzed, looking around,
waiting, and then raising their hands for help. Whole
tables of students said they didn't have any idea
what to write. Even after I reminded them of what
they had discussed just a few minutes earlier, they
had no idea how to put those dramatic illness and
injury stories onto paper. On that first day, when I
observed students groaning and struggling to write
even one short sentence, I realized I had my work cut
out for me.
A month later, many of those composition books
remained blank. Some students wrote incoherent
strings of words, some managed to construct very
basic sentences, and only one or two showed the

ability to express their thoughts well in writing.
I wondered how this could be, why most of these
students never learned how to write and never
learned to like writing. I decided then that my action
research project for my master's program would
be about dialogue journals. In pen pal fashion, my
students and I would write back and forth weekly
in homemade journals. I hoped that these weekly
written exchanges would allow my students a safe
place to practice their writing without getting bogged
down in topics, formats, or grades.
I had tried something similar at home with my
three children. At first, I wanted simply to motivate
them to write-about anything. Soon their journals
became a great resource for those times our talks
felt like we were beating our heads against the wall,
and I would say, "Let's stop arguing about this. Just
write how you feel about it in your journal, and I can
write back." Their journals also became places where
they could feel safe telling me something that they
might worry would anger me or that would embarrass them. Over time, I noticed how they fleshed out
their ideas more maturely, improved the quality of
their sentence structures, and developed a recognizable voice in their writing. They also began to come
up with their own new and relevant topics, rather
than depending on my suggestions or repeating
the same topic over and over. Could I get the same
results with my fourth-grade students? Could I coach
these excessive talkers into writers?
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Literature Review
Research about dialogue journals reflects their varied uses and effectiveness in different contexts and
levels of schooling. In addition to developing writing
skills, teachers use dialogue journals to improve
their students' learning in content areas, to enhance
learning motivation in general, and to encourage
deeper thinking and self-reflection (Routman, 2000).
A study by Kozminsky & Kozminsky (2002) revealed
how using written dialogue between underachieving
5th- through 10th-grade students and their teachers
could improve motivation levels. They focused on
students who attributed their successes to external
causes, such as task difficulty or luck, rather than
internal ones, such as intelligence. Conversely, these
students attributed their failures to internal causes,
such as personal ability. For example, one student
was heard blaming his dyslexia for his inability to
read well, attributing his cause for failure to an
internal and unchangeable force. Teachers selected
students who attributed their successes and failures
in this way by listening to their verbal responses in
the classroom.
The researchers wanted to see whether dialogue
journals could help change students' feelings of
helplessness and empower them to succeed in
similar situations. The teacher required students to
write about their successes and failures of a given
week and then responded to each student's entry
with specific praise for their successes and supportive suggestions and guided questions regarding
what they could have done to prevent the failures.
To encourage students to take ownership of their
successes as well as their failures, students replied
to the guided questions with ideas about what they
could do differently to avoid the same failures.
Analysis of the subsequent dialogue pages between
the same students and teachers showed that students began to attribute their successes to internal
causes and looked for external solutions to failures
rather than blaming internal or unchangeable
forces.
In another dialogue journal project, Bloem (2004)
focused on the need for children to have time to talk,
either orally or in writing, with adults. Researchers
partnered pre-service elementary education students
with fifth graders to write and respond to each other
weekly for 8 consecutive weeks. The project designer
believed that "writing exchanges and correspondence
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journals can provide an opportunity for students
and the teacher to step out of the rush of the curriculum and engage in thoughtful learning" (p. 54)
and also that adults could model literate behavior
in their written dialogues with students. Rather
than improving one piece of a student's writing, they
focused on helping students develop as writers and
learn to enjoy writing, despite their prior attitudes.
In the case of a fifth grader named Joe, who had not
previously enjoyed writing, the pre-service teacher
suggested to the child that he didn't dislike writing
whenever he had a good reason to write. Joe actually
began to look forward to his journal writing. Bloem
concluded that students like Joe may mistakenly
believe that they dislike all writing and that pointing out circumstances, such as dialogue journals, in
which they seem to enjoy writing will help them to
develop better attitudes.
Research with deaf students (Bailes, 1999) supports
the idea that dialogue journals give students of all
ages the opportunity to practice writing and see
good writing modeled in a safe environment where
they are not evaluated. Teachers are most effective
when students lead the conversations, when their
writing is not marked or corrected, and when the
teacher responds to what the students write every
time. Bailes noted a direct improvement based on
the amount of time students spent writing in their
journals. She also concluded that students learn
more from teachers who model correct spelling and
good writing in their journal entries than from teachers who correct the spelling or poor writing of their
students.
Garmon (2001) studied the use of written conversations in a teacher education program between
university instructors and their prospective teachers and drew conclusions about their benefits and
drawbacks. A professor required students in a
semester-long education course to use a dialogue
journal with him and then give evaluative feedback
about their experience at the end of the term.
Student feedback was 81 percent positive and 19
percent negative. Students felt that journal writing
encouraged self-reflection and understanding, provided a safe outlet in which to express their ideas,
and fostered valuable communication between them
and their professor. They noted procedural problems such as the specific day and time that journals
were due and the amount of time required to write
in the journal as drawbacks.
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Finally, W erderich, (2002) used dialogue journals to
differentiate instruction and promote personalized
learning for seventh-grade students in reading.
Unlike the other studies, these journals were both
teacher-to-student and student-to-student. Each
student wrote one letter weekly to a peer and one
letter every two weeks to the teacher regarding a
book. Only the letters between the teacher and the
student were analyzed. Teacher responses fell into
three categories: recommendations that the student
read specific books or authors; encouragement to
make self-discoveries about reading, such as about
author's styles, plot structure and comprehension
techniques; and challenges, in the form of suggestions to read a higher level book, make comparisons
to other readings, or increase their reading time.
Upon analysis, researchers concluded that these
specifically focused dialogue journals between
students and teachers encouraged students to
engage personally and thoughtfully with what they
were reading, while allowing the teacher to have
one-on-one conversations about literature with
every student.
My literature review encouraged me to continue with
my project. As I developed a plan for implementing dialogue journals, I decided to emphasize good
modeling in my responses to students as opposed to
correcting their writing. For example, if a student
misspelled a word, I would not mark the entry but
would attempt to use the word in my reply entry,
spelling the word correctly. Likewise, I would not
correct their grammatical or syntactical errors, but
would model good sentence structure, vocabulary,
and topic development. I felt that I should expect
some improvement in my fourth-grade students'
writing motivation and writing quality shown in
their dialogue journals.

Method
During the first week of November, I assigned my
students to write in a weekly journal to me about
anything of their choice. I collected the journals
and responded before returning them each Monday
through the end of February, resulting in 12 possible
journal entries. Because of structures already in
place, I could not set specific class time for students
to write in these journals. If the students finished
class work, I would suggest they write to me.
Otherwise, the journal entries had to be written as
homework. Although the literature about implement-
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ing dialogue journals in the classroom stresses the
importance of setting aside a specific time, I decided
to continue the project.
I did not require a particular format, topic, or style
because I wanted to measure their interest in writing rather than their interest in a particular topic.
I only required that they write about something
true, unless discussing a fictional story they were
reading or writing. Most of my responses focused
on encouraging conversations. I wanted to provide
a model for how to introduce a new topic, how to
ask follow-up questions, how to transition from one
topic to another, and how to put closure on a journal
entry. I followed topics that the students began and
also introduced new topics. Although I did not mark
student entries or correct mistakes, I sometimes
requested that they try to provide more details or
specific information or include specific items as a
greeting, date, and signature closing if they didn't
do this after seeing it modeled in my own responses.
When I modeled correct conventions in response to
their errors and they subsequently used the words
correctly, I praised them. I noted when they had
introduced relevant topics, used specific details and
description, or improved mechanics and construction.
In fact, anytime I noticed growth in their writing,
I mentioned this in my responses to reinforce and
encourage further progress.

Data Analysis
Motivation
When I passed back my responses every Monday
morning, the students immediately buried their
noses in them. This enthusiasm encouraged students
who hadn't participated to begin writing. In the
beginning, about one half of the class wrote one
week and the others who had felt "left out" wrote the
following week, until finally I had a certain group of
students writing me consistently every week.
I used numerical data to measure the success of the
dialogue journals as a method of improving student
motivation. Each week, I tracked each student's
journal writing participation. While I did not keep
track of exact numerical data for homework during
this same period, I noticed that typical homework
participation never exceeded 50 percent and generally fell below 25 percent. Participation in dialogue
journals, although variable, typically exceeded their
participation in homework (see Table 1 on page 20).

19

IMPROVING MOTIVATION, WRITING,

Table 1
Week
Number
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12

&
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Number of Students
Who Wrote Entries
1
9
21
4
7
21
9
8
14
18
8
10

Number of Students in
Class
27
27
27
27
27
25
24
23
23
23
23
23

I also charted the number of entries from individual
students to determine the amount of individual
student participation. I found that:
• Every student wrote at least one entry;
•

Eleven students wrote entries in at least half
of the weeks;

•

The highest number of entries written by a
student was 10;

•

Two students wrote only one entry;

•

More than 50 percent of students submitted
entries for at least 4 of the 12 weeks of the
project; and

•

Nine of the students wrote more entries in
the second half of the project than in the first
half. Five wrote more entries in the first half
than in the second. Nine students wrote the
same number of entries in each half.

Student participation data suggests that student
motivation increased over time for at least nine students in the project, who wrote more entries during
the second half than the first. Because participation
decreased for five students in the project, however,
it would be misleading to suggest that the journals
were motivating to all students. Further inquiry into
the reasons for their decreasing participation may
show a variety of reasons, such as reluctance to tell
me they had lost their journals again or excessive
school absences.
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% of Students
Participating
4%
33%
78%
15%
26%
84%
38%
35%
61%
78%
35%
43%

nals and started over in new ones, making it impossible to gather comprehensive data. I was, however,
able to collect 12 students' journals for analysis. I
selected five journals that contained entries from
the beginning to the end of the project. From these,
I gathered data to determine whether the students'
writing included details, responded to questions,
seemed to relate to my previous entry, or whether
specific problems in writing had improved either as
a direct response to my pointing it out in my entry or
by my modeling the technique. (See Table 2 on page
21.)

What were these journal dialogues like? In the
example below, the student showed progress, from
her first to her second entry based on following
modeling and guidance from my response: She
quickly picked up the idea of writing in a letter
format instead of just listing questions. While I had
described and modeled this to the students before
they wrote to me, some students paid little attention
to those examples until they had a personal letter
from me to them as a model.
Student entry 1:

1. What did you do on Hallowen night?
2. what do you like about me?
My parent's say I'm going in Mr. Miller's
class.
My response:

Quality of writing

November 20, 2005

Measurement of improvement in writing quality
required a close qualitative analysis of the journal
entries. Unfortunately, throughout the 12 weeks of
the project, about half of the students lost their jour-

Dear Vicky (name changed),
On Halloween night I went trick-or-treating with my
kids. My daughter Anna, who is 12, had a broken
ankle, so she wrapped her head in bandages and
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Table 2
Student

Findings

Student 1
-Male

His first entry was a drawing with a caption. Subsequent entries were written
in a letter format. Entry 2 responded to teacher-initiated topics. Entry 4
initiated new topics for discussion and also responded to my questions. The
quality of writing improved in terms of writing about meaningful topics and also
responding to my entries to him.

4 entries

Student 2
-Male
7 entries

Student 3
-Male
7 entries

Student 4
-Female
8 entries

Student 5
-Female
6 entries

He wrote all entries in a letter format. No entries responded to my questions or
requests for more information about a topic. He used this as a record of telling
me what he had done at home and activities that he was looking forward to.
There was little change or growth in the quality of his writing. (His writing was
significantly of higher quality to begin with than many others in the class.)
He consistently misused the word "an" for "and" in first two entries. My second
response directly mentioned this mistake and modeled correct usage. In his
third entry, he correctly used "and" once, and in his fourth entry he used it
correctly seven times. In subsequent entries, he used both words correctly. By
the sixth entry he began responding to questions and topics introduced by me.
We held true conversations in writing by the end of the project and his writing
voice became apparent in terms of using humor.
She wrote 2- to 3-sentence entries about family and school facts. She engaged
with me in conversation, writing up to 11 long sentences per entry about topics
initiated by either herself or the teacher. She submitted two of the first six
possible entries, and all of the last six entries, indicating that her motivation
increased as the project moved forward.
Her first entry was one page-long sentence, and she misused the word "in"
for "and" throughout her writing. My second entry addressed this and offered
direct modeling of how to use the two words correctly. By her third entry, she
had corrected her usage of "in" and "and." Other signs of growth in dialogue
and interest in writing included responding to teacher-initiated topics and also
asking me direct questions by the fourth entry.

went as a car crash victim. My son Grant, 10, went as
a wizard, and my son Reid, 7, went as Superman. I
went as myself and so did my husband.
One thing I really like about you is your smile. Sometimes it seems that you can hardly keep from smiling.
Sometimes it seems that you are smiling because you
are being a little bit sneaky, but I still like your smile.
I really like you. ©
I don't know about your going into Mr. Miller's class.
Do you want to do that? I think he is a good teacher.
Either way I'm sure you will have a good school year.
Thanks for writing to me. Next time you can write
like I have - more like a letter. Now you know what
this is all about!
Love,
Mrs. Dieringer
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Student entry 2:

Dear, Mrs. Dieringer
I really don't to go to the other class but I do. I
mestike I going to the other 4 grade class. Mr. Miller
is 5 th grade teether. I know I'm going to the other class
bea·use, my box gone with all my work in it.
Love,
Vicky
Such journal entries confirmed that teachers can
successfully use dialogue journals to coach students
in improving the quality of their writing. Some of my
students learned how to write in letter format rather
than a list of questions from my models. Others
learned proper word usage or spelling through my
coaching and modeling. Perhaps most encouraging
was the growth in writing from beginning to end.
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During the first 5 weeks, many students wrote two or
three sentences that generally did not initiate a new
topic nor respond to my topic or questions. By the
last 3 weeks, however, many students were writing
as many as 12 or 13 sentences, responding directly
to questions or information that I had written, and
were more recognizable through the voice in their
writing than they had been in earlier entries.

Teacher-student relationships
As a student teacher in an urban school, I faced
many more behavior issues than I felt prepared to
deal with effectively. Common disruptive behaviors
included talking while the teacher was talking,
being off task and roaming the classroom. While
I did not collect specific data, it became obvious
that students who participated more in the journal
project showed fewer classroom behavior problems
than those who did not. If students were off task,
a gentle reminder to a student who participated in
the journal project would more often result in the
student making eye contact with me and apologizing, smiling, or immediately stopping the behavior.
In contrast, students who did not participate
frequently displayed more disruptive behaviors and
responded to gentle reminders by either ignoring
me, talking back to me, or becoming even more
disruptive.
Perhaps this was simply because the less disruptive students were more likely to participate in
the dialogue journals. I believe, however, that an
unanticipated additional benefit of the project arose
from the dialogue journals' opportunities to discuss
behavior and to establish closer student relationships. At times, I discussed classroom behavior in
the journals with specific students, either praising
them for their good behavior, requesting that they
work on certain behaviors, or enlisting their helping
to discourage inappropriate behavior. Personal written conversations with the students made them feel
more connected to me as their teacher and gave them
an added motivation to behave in class. I felt more
connected to the students who participated. I could
relate lessons to them more personally, and more
meaningfully engage them in a short conversation
before a lesson, while lining up for lunch, or passing
out papers.
During my last few weeks of student teaching, some
students began to write me notes and leave them
on my desk. One tried to persuade me to change the
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seating arrangement. Others told me playground
problems, and some were simply drawings with a
special message underneath. I was thrilled by their
desire to communicate with me, and to see them
motivated to write on their own.

Conclusion
Can teachers use dialogue journals to motivate
students to write and to coach individual student
writing? I concluded, though not emphatically,
that the answer to both of these questions is yes.
This study confirmed that dialogue journals can
motivate some students to write, provide guidance
that improves the quality of their writing, and aid
teachers in developing positive relationships with
students. During the beginning of a school year, I
will use dialogue journals as a tool for developing
relationships with my future students, as well as to
evaluate their writing abilities and interests. I may
focus more on using them to build relationships and
a feeling of classroom community than as a vehicle
for motivating and coaching writing. When a student
has a teacher who is also a "pen pal," that relationship can spill over into class time, and the students
will be more likely to listen, interact positively,
participate, and learn.
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Teaching Tips for Dialogue Journals
•

Start journals during the first week of school when it is most critical to develop positive relationships
with your students and to assess their writing.

•

Consider different forms. They can be purchased composition books, loose leaf notebooks, or paper
stapled in-between a large folded piece of construction paper.

•

Allow and encourage students to decorate and personalize their journals.

•

Set aside a specific time for students to write in their journals in the classroom.

•

Establish a respectable and consistent time frame for your response.

•

Have a specific place for students to store their journals to avoid loss.

•

Avoid making corrections on student entries. Focus on modeling good writing and writing to them
about their writing.

•

Allow students to choose topics that interest them and respond to their topics in addition to initiating new ones.

•

After a few weeks, consider putting students on a schedule of bi-weekly writing to avoid becoming
overwhelmed with writing back to an entire class each week.

•

Develop a routine of photocopying entries if you plan to use the journals for growth assessments or
for purposes of evaluation or research, as students will want to keep their journals at the end of the
year as a keepsake (or they may lose them!).

•

Emphasize writing in the journals, but avoid putting strict guidelines such as "no drawings or
cartoons." Some students find writing easier after drawing.

•

Explain your feelings and policies about their sharing the journal with other students or parents.

•

Be aware that some students will write topics that may need to be shared with parents or social
workers, so you cannot promise to keep the information "secret."

•

Use the journal as an opportunity to get to know each of your students. While quite an investment of
time, it can be very rewarding.
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